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IV.—Notes on a Sand Covered District on the East Coast of 
Aberdeenshire. By WILLIAM FERGUSON of Kihinundy, 
F.L.S., F.G.S.,F.E.S.E., V.P. Edinburgh Geological Society. 

(Read 13th December 1881.) 

The great sand-blown tract known as " The Sands of Forvie " 
lies immediately to the north of the mouth of the river Ythan, 
which flows into the German Ocean about half-way between 
Aberdeen and Peterhead. To the south of Ythan mouth there 
are also large accumulations of blown sand, especially in the 
parishes of Belhelvie and Foveran, where tradition says that a 
large extent of what was once ploughed land was covered up in 
one night. 

I propose, however, at present to confine my notes chiefly to the 
district already indicated to the north of the Ythan, where a 
complete parish has been obliterated, its arable fields being now 
covered, in some places to an enormous depth, by great drifts of 
sand. 

In such a region of legend and mysterious story as the north
east of Scotland, it was not likely that such an event as this 
would be uncommemorated by some local tradition, and the 
story is that the destruction of a once fertile estate was owing 
to a curse pronounced upon it by an heiress unjustly dis
possessed of her inheritance. It is said that the ruthless 
despoiler placed his unfortunate victim, his own niece, in a boat 
and sent it out to sea, and that the last sound heard from it was 
a wail, the burden of which is preserved in this distich :— 

" Y f evyr maidenis malysone 
Dyd licht upon drie lande, 
Lat nocht be funde on Forvy's Glebys, 
But thistle, bente and sand." 

Whatever may be thought of the weird story, it is true that 
to-day, over an expanse of some four miles in length and of 
from two to three in breadth, there is now a remarkable waste, 
which was thus described by a writer in the Aberdeen Magazine 
for May 1832 :— 

" The scene was more in accordance with the desolation of an 
African wilderness than the blue hills and green valleys of my 
native Caledonia. No trace of human habitation could be seen: 
huge piles of driven sand, stretching for miles in every direc
tion, presenting no vestiges of life or vegetation but the bent 
under our feet, and it may be a stray sea gull over our heads, 
might have led us to realise the feelings of loneliness, which^the 
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traveller might be supposed to experience in the vast desert of 
Sahara." 

The sand hills commence on the north bank of the Ythan, 
which now, says Dr Pratt, " for about a quarter of a mile from 
its mouth, is hemmed in by vast sand banks within narrow 
bounds; but a little higher up, the stream expands into a spaci
ous basin, averaging, at high water, 600 yards in breadth ; and 
with its many creeks and inlets is, in some places, nearly a mile. 
The length of the pool is about 3 miles ; hence, at a mode
rate calculation, the quantity of water which at spring tides— 
allowing an average depth of 6 or 7 feet—issues from the 
neck of the river, is about five or six millions of cubic yards 
every six hours. It may therefore be imagined with what terrific 
impetuosity the water, on the retrocession of the tide, forces its 
way back into the ocean." 

I mention this, because you will easily see from this state
ment that the currents of this tidal river must greatly influence 
the changeful character of the vast accumulation of sand at its 
mouth. 

I may quote all that I have been able to gather of the his
tory of this event. 

Dr Pratt, App. Buchan, p. 356, 4th edit., says:—" That a 
great part of the parish was overblown before 1688 may be 
asserted ; for, in the MS. ascribed to the Countess of Erroll, of 
a date anterior to that year, it is said that the parish of Forvie 
' is wholly overblown with sand.' It is said that in a book 
entitled ' The Acts of the Church,1 printed in black letter in 
London about the year 1570, the author of which is a Mr 
Masson, who designates himself 4 Preacher of the Gospel/ the 
remark is made that ' the folks of Forvie suffered this heavy 
judgment because they were papists and grossly ignorant/ I 
have not been able to obtain a sight of this work, and cannot 
therefore vouch for the accuracy of the quotation, any more than 
I can do for the credibility of the following traditions, still 
current in various parts of the district, viz., that on the 10th day 
of August 1413, Aberdeen was visited by a storm of wind and 
rain from the east, which lasted many days, and in violence far 
surpassing anything of the kind the oldest inhabitant had ever 
witnessed. The sea heaved in great quantities of sand from the 
Dee northwards, but especially about the mouth of the Don, which 
for some time was entirely blocked up, damaging many houses 
in and about the city. Along the coast to the northwards great 
damage was done, and many lives were lost by the falling of 
houses and the drifting of the sand. The overblowing of the 
parish of Forvie is ascribed to this storm. 

" Another tradition in reference to the same storm states that 
this tempest continued for nine days without intermission. A 
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small vessel freighted with slates had just arrived in the Bay of 
Kattray, where she lay at anchor during the storm. In the 
meantime, the sea had thrown up a solid bank of sand across 
the mouth of the bay, rendering the ship completely land
locked, and what was formerly a beautiful bay is now the Loch 
of Strabeg. 

"These traditions acquire probability from the following 
historical statements. It is said that Herenbauch, in his His
tory of Iceland, translated by M. Deppel, mentions that 'on 
the 10th day of August 1413 this island (Iceland) was visited 
by a tremendous hurricane which lasted many days, during 
which Heckla burst into an eruption, and eighteen farms were 
destroyed in one day. Many people perished, besides horses 
and cattle which were destroyed by floods of water rushing from 
the mountain, occasioned by the melting of the snow and the 
ice in the vicinity of the crater.' 

" A French author, whose name has not been given, seems to 
corroborate this story. 1 On the 10th of August 1413 a whirl
ing column of black smoke of awful aspect, and with a hissing 
noise heard for many miles, issued from the crater of Mount 
Vesuvius. It rose to a great height, and after a short time was 
again drawn back into the mountain. At or near the same 
time Calabria was shaken to its centre by an earthquake, and 
many thousands of its inhabitants perished/ " Thus far Pratt. 

Mr Jamieson, F.G.S., says:—" The coast at Forvie and Foveran 
is remarkable for one of the largest accumulations of blown sand 
to be seen in Scotland, an accumulation which must have been 
the gradual result of existing causes operating continually since 
the establishment of the present coast-line. The drift has been 
chiefly to north and north by west, caused by the influence of 
the southerly winds." 

From the pier at Aberdeen to the mouth of the Don the dis
tance is J 2,000 feet or 4000 yards, a little over 2 miles. All 
along this part of the shore there is a broad space or links of 
varying width, but at the broadest about 2000 feet or 660 yards, 
called " The Old Town Links." The character all along is high 
sand-hills say from 30 to 50 feet high close to high water, 
and then a flat sandy space inside, largely overflowed at 
high tides. 

Immediately north of the mouth of the Don this sandy 
margin is about 1000 feet broad, and rises to a height of about 
46 feet. From the mouth of the Don to the mouth of the 
Ythan is a distance of about nine and a-half (9J) miles, and 
the breadth of sand from high water-mark at each mile is as 
follows:— 

Feet. 
1st mile, . . . . 1000 
2nd do., . . . . 1250 
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3rd mile. 
4th do., 
5th do., 
6th do., 
7th do., 
8th do., 
9th do., 

Feet. 
1000 
1500 
1250 
1000 
1500 
1250 
1500 

The height of the sand-hills all along may be taken as 
averaging (from the Survey) 50 feet. At some points the sand 
encroaches much further on the land than the distance I have 
specified. From the 9\ mile point, at the mouth of the Ythan, 
they reach west about 3000 feet, and north along the river they 
stretch a full mile, with a breadth of some 2000 feet. 

But as soon as we cross the mouth of the Ythan we have 
a conical hill of bare sand some 50 feet high, and then the 
stretch of the Forvie Sands. From Ythan mouth to Collieston 
along the coast measures about 3J miles. At 1 mile the 
breadth of sand is 3000 feet; at 2 miles, in the direction of 
east, it is 6000 feet; from the same point north-east, 8000 feet; 
and north, some 9000. The 50 feet contour line covers the 
southern portion of this great area, but it rises towards the 
centre to 100 feet, and towards the northern end to 145 feet. 
These heights are taken where the sand is not so deep. All 
round the coast it is blown to great heights, and towards Collie
ston especially the sand-hills reach very considerable altitudes. 
Hackley Head, which is a rocky promontory capped by a con
siderable thickness of tough red clay, rises to 115 feet. A path 
across the sands from Collieston to Waterside—i.e., from north
east to south-west—gives these measurements from the Survey, 
132, 117, 131, 145, 133, 100. About the centre of the sands 
the Bench mark of the Survey is 186 feet. 

Throughout the waste there are several small lochlets, and one 
or two small rivulets gather the surface water and springs, and 
pour them over the cliffs in pretty cascades. 

About 1J mile from the Whiteness Inn at Collieston, as the 
crow flies, and at a distance of 750 feet from the edge of the 
cliff, are traces of the ruins of what was the parish church of 
Forvie. All that is to be seen now is a green spot among the 
surrounding sand-hills by the margin of a tiny streamlet. The 
place is so buried among the sand hills that it is somewhat diffi
cult to find it. When you do reach it, the little oasis of green 
grass is a most refreshing relief from the trying yellow sand. 

Of this old church the New Statistical Account says :—" The 
foundation of the old Kirk of Forvie is still visible, being the 
only vestige throughout the whole sands, commonly called the 
links, which indicates that this district was once the habitation 
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of man. Graves have been discovered round it, but nothing 
found in them except a a few bones." 

At the northern extremity of the sands, and close to the fish
ing village of Collieston, there is a loch called the Sand Loch, in 
the shape of the Greek letter gamma, T, of which the one arm is 
1500 and the other 1200 feet long. It has become much smaller 
since I remember it by the gradual encroachment of the sand. 

Some 3000 feet to the north-west of it is another loch called 
the Cotehill Loch. The level of the water in the Sand Loch is 
111 feet, and that of the Cotehill 117 feet. 

At some distance inland to the north-east is the Meikle Loch 
of Slains, surrounded by the Kippet Hills. These are interest
ing as having yielded fossils which indicate them to be the 
equivalent of the Eed Crag. The surface of the water in the 
Meikle Loch is 134 feet. We read in the New Statistical 
Account:—" There are three lakes in the parish, and one of these, 
called the Meikle Loch of Slains, is really a magnificent sheet 
of water, covering, in the depth of winter, a basin of from 
70 to 73 acres. It is surrounded on three sides by a ridge of 
land,—the Kippet Hills [perhaps the Caput or Heading Hills (?)] 
rising by an easy acclivity to the height of from 50 to 60 feet 
above the level of the loch. Its mean depth may be about 22 
feet, but in one place it has been ascertained to be 52. The only 
outlet from it is by a small stream at the south end, which has 
been converted into a dam to drive a meal-mill about a mile 
below. The other two lochs, called Cotehill and Sand Loch, 
have evidently been formed by the drifting of the sands from 
Forvie, and each covers a space of about 15 acres." Thus far 
the Statistical Account. Dr Pratt, a local historian, has added : 
— " We must observe that since the publication of the above 
report, the outlet of the Meikle Loch has been lowered 4 or 5 
feet, reducing to the same extent the level of the water. This 
considerably diminishes the fine sweep of the lake, and adds 
nothing to the land, as the borders are composed entirely of 
rounded shingle. It is evident from the appearance of its shores 
that, in former times, the loch occupied a much larger area." 

When I first read a paper on the green sands of Aberdeen
shire to the Glasgow Philosophical Society, about the year 1848, 
I fancied these hills round this Meikle Loch belonged to the 
green sand, and I thus referred to them:—" The first or southern
most point is about 2 miles inland from Collieston. The de
posit takes the form of a ridge of hills surrounding three sides of 
a loch. This loch has been ascertained to be in one place 52 
feet deep, and the hills rise round it to a height of from 40 to 50 
feet. They are composed of gravel mingled with comminuted 
shells, and containing water-worn nodules of limestone, mica, 
slate, and gneiss. The limestone nodules contain organic re-
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mains. Our gardener, who collected my specimens, says that 
he broke the most he saw, but only found the remains in one. 
After deducting from the specimens of the sand and gravel sent 
me the recent Helices, there remained the debris of broken 
seemingly marine shells. The nodules are much water-worn." 

Mr T. F. Jamieson says :—" Another interesting circumstance 
is the occurrence, in the parishes of Slains and Gruden, of some 
traces of the Red Crag gravel, one of the later tertiary beds not 
known in any other part of Scotland. These occur along the 
coast from Collieston to the old castle in Slains, and also in the 
adjoining district of the parish along the north side of the loch 
of Slains, and in some parts of Cruden. The age of this deposit 
is determined by the character of the fossil shells which it con
tains. It is further remarkable for containing numerous frag
ments of limestone, unlike any rock in this part of Scotland, and 
which one might suppose to have been derived from strata of 
the Permian group. The Slains farmers were formerly in the 
practice of collecting these lumps of limestone, and burning them 
for lime to their fields. Traces of fossils sometimes occur in them." 

I paid a visit, along with two or three others, in the course of 
the past summer (1881) to the sands of Forvie. Leaving the 
fishing village of Collieston by the back of Whiteness Inn, we 
are at once on the coast-line. All along in this part it is charac
terised by low cliffs of gneiss, or mica schist, capped by varying 
thicknesses of red clay. The shore is indented with numerous 
small creeks and bays, and is very picturesque, and full of in
terest from its caves, and the infinitely varied shapes assumed by 
the rocks under the eroding influence of the great waves of the 
German Ocean. 

Leaving the sea margin to our left, we lose ourselves instantly 
among the sand-hills, which here are numerous, isolated, and 
high. The path leads over colls between the higher eminences, 
and down into petite valleys where the sand has been blown 
quite off the soil, exposing the red clay subsoil. Wherever this 
is the case, a rich close herbage covers the ground, decorated 
with the yellow bed straw (Galium), the Scottish blue bell 
(Campanula), and other flowers. It is a fatiguing walk, this first 
portion of the route, for the sand is loose and shifting—the slope 
of the ascent is the angle at which such loose dry sand lies—your 
feet sink in it to the ankles, and so loose and moving is it that 
your footmarks are filled up almost as soon as you lift your foot. 

When we have surmounted three or four of these sand-
barriers, we enter an extensive wind-swept plain, with only here 
and there very slight eminences of sand. To the left, along the 
sea margin, the sand hills continue, and to the right a somewhat 
distant horizon is also lined with them; but a vast central space 
is tolerably level, covered with scrubby heath (Calluna), with 
large patches of berry heather (Empetrum nigrum). Here and 
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there are boggy patches, almost lakelets, full of reeds, water 
ranunculus and other water plants. We crossed this plateau 
in search of the ruins of the old kirk, but though we had found 
it more than once on former visits, this time we failed to do so, 
it is so wonderfully hidden among the sand-hills near the shore. 
It is a wild and lonely scene, no human being visible, except 
along one beaten pathway, a long train of fishermen and fisher-
women returning from a six miles tramp to Ythan estuary laden 
with mussels and lobworms for bait. But this track lies along 
the western verge of the sands, and when you leave it, even for 
a few yards, you are in the heart of a wild solitude, the haunt 
and home of great coveys of grouse, and innumerable rabbits. 

We had rested to lunch on the sheltered side of a sand bunker 
(for it was a bitterly cold day, though only the 31st of August), 
somewhere about one-third of the way across the sands. Leaving 
some of our party there, others set off to try and find the kirk. 
Though we did not find it, we found plenty to make us enjoy 
the ramble; for anything more varied than the character of 
these wilds could hardly be imagined. Now you are passing 
over comparatively level ground, carpeted with wild thyme, 
violets, berry heather, and ling. Again, you rise over sand-hills 
with precipitous, cliffy, shell-shaped sides to the south. Now 
you are down in a deep narrow glen, where some small stream 
threads its way to the sea, and whose banks are carpeted with 
a bright green sward. Once more you have to pick your steps, 
for the ground is spongy and boggy, and here you may pick the 
Pinguicula, the Drosera, and the Grass of Parnassus (Pamassia 
palustris), and later on the Trientalis JEuropea, most delicate and 
loveliest of heathy bog plants. But on hill or in hollow, there 
is always over all the same weird feeling of profound solitude. 

Returning to our camp from our southern expedition, two of 
us started on another due east to see the cliff line. It was a 
longish walk, at first across a level, rather boggy, expanse. Then 
we reached a kind of hummocky ground, where the clay came 
to the surface, with its rich short grass, and where several 
streamlets united to form a fair rivulet that at the edge leaped 
over a rock some 50 feet to the strand below, where it trickled 
on, like a silver thread, till it mingled its sweet water with the 
brine. It is indeed a lovely spot this Hackley Bay. On either 
hand the schistose rocks run out in considerable promontories 
seawards—black below where the rock is exposed, red above 
where the clay lies upon them, and capped with green where the 
herbage clothes the clay cliffs. 

It is impossible to convey in words the faintest idea of this 
wonderful buried parish. Once seen it invites, nay, commands, 
repeated visits, and every visit finds something new to interest, 
some new source of instruction, some new feature to admire. 

VOL. IV. PART II. L 
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